Visions and meditations in early Flemish paintingX

Craig Harbison
In fifteenth-century Flanders we find a religious art in which individual piety is the prime motivating force; not scholastic disputation, transcendent ecstasy or liturgical ritual, but a calculated, personal religious esperience, the vision or meditation is found at the center of things. Paintings portral-famous visionaries from the past as well as contemporaries in the guise of these sainted predecessors. Above all, fifteenth-century men and women are shown so fer\-ently engaged in their own prayers that the subject of their devotions, whether it be the L'irgin or an event from Christ's life, stands before them or indeed surrounds them.
Interest in personal piety and devotion certainl!. predates this time. Throughout the preceding centuries nen-forms of personal affective devotion were developed and disseminated. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries some have spoken of "n-aves" of popular pier! sweeping or-er the Lon. Countries.' it-hat was at least partly being witnessed there was the spread of psi\-ate devotional practices from clergy to laity. In some W~J -s a difficult, monastically-oriented body of information, and at times speculation, was being assimilated by the populace at large.? This assimilation n-as not taking place either accidentally or haphazard1~-. 1-arious reli-gious movements at the time, of which the chief w.as known as the Modern Devotion, were specificall!-dedicated to mot-ing beyond the monastic perimeters which had at least partly restricted earlier revitalization efforts.' La!-brother and sisterhoods and the use of the vernacular tongue both contributed to the wide effect 15 hich the resurgence of personal and practical piety had at the time.
One of the most telling indications of the nature of fifteenth-century piety was the production of various devotional handbooks. These often vernacular \I-orks represented the personal and creative choice of the authors and'or patrons; mystic miscellanies in German!.; books of diverse readings and lessons (rapir~ria) in the ii-indesheim Congregation, the monastic branch of the Modern De\-otion; and, of course, the Book of Hours, the most widely produced l a!-handbook of the period, no two of ahich n-ere ever totall!-alike." Such works represent the primary devotional reading of the literate among the population, fervent and idiosyncratic meditations meant more for personal than for communal use.
ii-e can obserl-e here the creation of a prayer-book menta1it~-, certainly among the nobility and upper classes who commissioned n-orks of art.
.Ctiic/ir3.i112 I i i~n o~r~p h ) '
z (1976), pp. I 1-24 (this last is some\\hat inaccurate both in ideas and understanding).
2 See, for instance, F . P. Pickering, ".1German mystic miscellan! of the late fifteenth century in the John Rylands Libras!." Bi~Netin?f ' /i1e.7ohi1 Rl,iirncis Lthrai:),. Ifiinchrster 22 (1938) , p p 45.7-92% esp. pp. 4.5.7-6.7. 3 .I basic work on the Modern Devotion is R.R. Post, The Ifoilern Drrotron: ~-onfi.onta/~ot~ Leiden 1968. irith Refnrnzatiun and h z~n~~~~t~s r n , I n earlier, less careful norl, is Albert Hlma. Thr Chrtsiiun Reniri, cfthe "Dei.ot~o 1Ioderno, " 2nd. ed., Hamden 196 5 . See a lrist~~r), Ultimately, then, one might see the primary devotional thrust of the fifteenth century-as somewhat unsophisticated and unlearned, meant to appeal to a fairl!-broad spectrum of the population. T h e books produced were not remarkably original or erudite; the!-u-ere rather handy and often quite personal compendia. T h e great questions they dealt with did not hinge on abstruse argument and calculation, but basically concerned the mass effectiveness, the stimulation of a natural, one might even be tempted to say, somewhat passive and simple piety in the mass ofsociety. I n the end, this rising lay-piety was anything but passive-unsophisticated perhaps, but not passive. A good indication of this is found in the promotion of the idea of learned ignorance, iioctil i g n o r a n t i~~. Codified by Nicolas of Cusa for his own somewhat special purposes, the notion of a lay person's humble and direct piety surpassing that of a learned confessor or teacher achieved widespread popularit>-at the time.j Stories about such confrontations inevitably ended with the confessor admitting that the la)-person's pious contemplations showed forth a far more godl!-life than the liturgically based practices prescribed bl-the clergy.
Contemporary literature espousing the notion of doct11 ignorantia did not carefully or systematically distinguish betu-een contemplations, meditations and visions. There \\-ere often rather vague references to "inward" and "outward" devotions, all of which are apparentlj-not clerically prescribed works. T h e important point was that natural piet!-and imagination were far more efficacious than learned diatribes. This is important for the consideration of art, partly because visions in fifteenth-centur!-painting often seem simp1~-to be visualizations. For the l a!-populace, the! were certainly 5 See F.P. Picliering, "Notes on late medie\-a1 German tales in praise of doctu rgnovantza," B~~l l r t i n ofthe, Tr,hn Rj,lorids Lrhror,) ,. 13~11-chr\tcr 24 ( I Y~O ) , pp. 121-37. For Cuba, iee hli o n n (?/ 1c'ii.tred i~izo-r'inre (trans. G. Heron), London 19.74; also the critical studies of Eugene F . Rice, Jr., "Yichola5 of Cusa's idea of \visdom." Tradrtio 13 (19.57)~ pp. 34j-68; and 11.1..Fuehrer, "\Visdom and eloquence in Sicholas of C:usa's Idiot'z dr sirpientiti and Ijr mentc," T'ii~rirriim 16 (19781, PP. '42-55. 6 Barbara Lane, '"Depositin et elebatio': the s~mbolism of the Seilern Trippch," 4 r t Bulletin j7 (~y ? j ) , pp, 21-30, This and other liturgically hased interpretation5 h> Lane ha\-e non been collected in The alt,lr urid tlir ~ltirrpzece, sirc~ainentol thrnies in rcirl), . Vether/andish parntiri~,Ne\l York 1984 . Se\eral studies by 2I.B. McSamee hare also stressed the importance of Catholic liturgy for Flemish painting: 9 n add~tional eilchari\tlc .illuiion in Ian der \i-e!den'\ 'C.olumba deemed more relevant than the kind of complex, scholastic presentation of church dogma which many art historians have today read into the imager!..
In stressing the crucial importance of visions and meditations for Flemish religious life and art, u-e are not dealing with the kind of ecstatic experience frequently exhibited by Italian and Spanish saints and art (such as St Teresa of Avila); no trumpets in heaven, no delicious agonies, but a more methodical meditative process which, too, could produce a kind of visionar!-experience. If the kinds of visions u-e find in Flemish art are less high-pitched than some others, they do still represent a kind of personal mysticism which transcends traditional liturgical pietl-.
Studies of the possible liturgical meaning of fifteenthcentury Flemish paintings most often present tracings of medieval precedents. .-\ present-day scholarly interpretation of the Deposition triptych attributed to Robert Campin ( fig. r ) has attempted to see it as "intimatel! related to the ceremonies celebrated in the chapel for which it was commissioned."" T h e Easter liturgy in particular is here called upon to explain the donor's presence and purpose: to adore the buried and then resurrected host. Such traditional ceremonies will no doubt always inform at least the theologian's view of Christian art. But are'we justified in assuming that the anon!-mous donor of this triptych would have participated in such a liturgical mentality, that he would constantly haye thought and lived in the light of traditional Catholic ritual? Detailed statistical evidence from the time has shorn-n that this is unlikel!.. Attendance at mass, dependence on the clergy for performance of the sacraments, was at a pitiful low-point.; Indeed, whatever piety fifteenth-century Flemings can be said to have had, it was Triptlch'," Studies 111 I~.onugrriphl, 2 (1976) pp. 107-13; "'lhe Ciood Frida! liturg! and 1Ians 2lemling'i .Int\r-erp l'ript>ch." Joiiiiiin,il of th,, ll'urhirri: ~n d Coiirrnulii Inst~tutrs 37 (1974) , pp. 3 j3-j h ; and "'The origin of the \-ested angel as a eucharistic symbol in Flemish painting. '' A r t Bulletrn 54 (1972) . pp. 263-78. See also Ursula Nilgen, "The Epiphany and the eucharist : on the interpretation of euchari$tic motifs in medie\al Epiphan!. scenes." .4r/ BuNetii~ 49 (rqhj), pp. 31 1-16. It might be pointed out that all these studies ignore the changing social role and impact of the eucharist, something trhich is tressed by John Boss!., "The mass as a social institution. 1200-1700, '' Pirst otlri Prcsrnt loo (1983), pp. 29-61. 7 Jacques Toussaerr, L1 ienttmeizt relrgirzr.~ en Florrdre a 10 h n ilir iiir[)rn uqe, Paris 1963, p<is.)rirr,e\p. pp, rho-gj; for conditions in Tournai, the location of the preiumed painter of the I)epnritioil tript!ch, see esp. pp, rcji and 3 2 s I Attributed to Robert Campin, Triptych with the Entombment. London, Courtauld Institute Galleries, Seilern Collection not parochially based. Fifteenth-century Flemings did not, as far as we can tell from the documentary evidence, look to the liturgical forms of the church in order to express their religious feelings. Some have even concluded from this that the population at large was not very religiou~.~ As an aside we might point out here that van der Weyden's Seven sacraments altarpiece ( fig. z) , commissioned by the bishop of Tournai, Jean Chevrot, 8 Ibid. To some extent this is also the view of Johan Huizinga, The waning of the middle ages (trans. F. Hopman), New York 1954. Toussaert's rather extreme conclusion is questioned by John Bossy, "The Counter-Reformation and the people of Catholic Europe," Past and Present 47 (1970) , esp. pp. 52-53. A differing point of view from Toussaert's is also presented by Stephanus Axters, Geschiedenis van de vroomheid in de Nederlanden, 4 vols., Antwerp 1950-60. 9 For the Seven sacraments altarpiece see Erwin Panofsky, "Two Roger problems: the donor of the Hague Lamentation and the date of the altarpiece of the Seven sacraments," Art Bulletin 33 ( I~s I ) , pp. 33-40. Panofsky believes that three important prelates may be porwas probably meant to insist on the power, largely ignored by the laity, of priestly r i t~a l .~
The centrality of the sacraments in religious life was here insisted upon, even before they had all become canonical, van der Weyden's painting being a declaration of the clergy's belief in their prime position in the face of lay disinterest.
The donor of Campin's Deposition triptych has had himself painted as very involved, very interested in his trayed observing or administering the sacraments in Roger's work. Their combined presence there would certainly reinforce the clerically dominated nature of this work. The poor state of affairs at Tournai Cathedral in the late fourteenth century is referred to repeatedly by Toussaert, op. fit. (note 7). In an unpublished paper Susan Koslow has viewed the Antwerp altarpiece as a clerically dominated work related to Bishop Chevrot's life and his involvement with the church militant. I am grateful to Professor Koslow for sharing this paper with me; the interested reader should also consult her dissertation, The Chevrot altarpiece: its sources, meaning and sign13cance. New York University 1972. own meditations. Certainly these focus on the sacrifice of Christ, but not necessarily as the basis for church ritual. The donor is praying; a banderole winds up out of his mouth toward the ladder perched against the e m p ty cross. Is it accidental that some of the most popular devotional guides of the time speak of the world as a ladder, by contemplation of which we shall mount up to God?1° Meditation on the life of Christ, Ludolph of Saxony told his contemporaries, was like a ladder on which one moved from seeing those things which Christ wrought in the flesh to beholding him in the spirit." In order to understand the imagery of this painting we need not refer to abstruse theological speculation; we only need read one of the simple, accessible prayers found at Lord Jesus Christ, at compline thou wert anointed and embalmed with fragrant spices, wrapped and bound in a shroud and other linens, borne to the grave , and buried by thy mother and sorrowing friends (Luke 23 : 55). Grant me the grace to anoint thee with fragrant spices by fervent devotion and useful speech; to wrap thee in a shroud and linens by purity of affection and conscience; to grieve over thee with tears of repentance and compassion; to carry thee in the arms of loving and humble deeds; to bury thee in my heart by undistracted recollection and meditation. Then may I merit to come with thee to the glory of the resurrection. Amen.12
Ludolph's text. Rather, the text simply presents us with an analogous model for approaching contemplation and religious meditation. This is also the case with the other texts mentioned below, Bridget and the Pseudo-Bonaventura in particular (see note 22 Fervent devotion, undistracted meditation, it is in these, not attendance at Easter mass, that the lay populace in general, and this donor in particular, put their trust.
T o some extent the mythic quality of such a donor's piety must, even here, be recognized. The view the images leave with us is no doubt in part a contrived one. The donors want us, wanted their contemporaries, to believe in their devoutness. This prayer-book mentality is to some extent a retreat from, or a mask for, personal, social, religious and political conflicts of the time. Beneath the surface of this personal piety one could no doubt find telling signs of the changing status of women or the power of the nobility or peasants.13 My purpose here, however, is not to investigate issues of social background or personal temperament. Rather it is to show how artists found the means to visualize, subtly and fully, the chief religious ideal of the time, lay visions and meditations. While this study is intentionally limited in one way, it is also right to acknowledge that it could be expanded in several directions.
There were a large number of important saints whose visions were remembered and recorded during the fifteenth century. I t is not yet a time when contemporaries provide a constant model for such behavior. The Reformation, a hundred years later, may have had an important effect on this situation, yet throughout the fifteenth century saints' visions are common objects of artists' and patrons' attentions. Among those prominently portrayed are St Francis Uan van Eyck), Augustus and the Sibyl (van Eyck and Roger van der Weyden, figs. 6 and g), St Catherine (Master of St Catherine, fig. 33 ), St John on Patmos (Hans Memling), and St Gregory (Hieronymus Bosch and others). Lesser figures as well crop up repeatedly: Ildefonso, Hubert, Bernard, Benedict and Augustine.14 In the context of a study of lay visions and meditations it is not the mere portrayal of the visions of these saints or legendary figures which is alone so noteworthy. A more striking feature of fifteenthcentury art and an indication of concomitant attitudes is the manner in which contemporaries apparently identi- fied with, and showed themselves in the guise of, some of these holy figures.
One of the first great patrons involved in this development, just as he is one of the first great patrons involved in the development of fifteenth-century northern art in general, was Jean de Berry. The duke's model for a dramatic and visionary experience was the Emperor Augustus. According to several medieval sources, the Golden legend and Mirror of human salvation chief among them, Augustus was about to be deified. Wishing to know if there were any as great as he, the emperor consulted the Tiburtine Sibyl and was shown a vision of a maid and child, the child said by the Sibyl to become a greater ruler than the Roman emperor. Augustus was duly converted and a church founded to commemorate the event. Numerous works, especially the most prominent manuscripts commissioned by the duke of Berry, illustrate the emperor's vision ( fig. 3 ). For the latter-day Augustus, Jean de Berry, identification with his predecessor extended beyond the commissioning of works of art to matters of dress: Jean either mimicked the kind of costume Augustus was shown wearing in some of his manuscripts, or the emperor was shown in clothing which Jean commonly wore.15
Other prominent patrons at the time displayed a similar desire to identify themselves with this vision from the fig. g ). 17 On the outside of van Eyck's Maelbeke triptych ( fig. 6 ) Augustus and the Sibyl gaze heavenward, while on the inside the cleric who commissioned the work repeats the emperor's vision. In Robert Campin's painting of the Virgin in glory (Aix-en-Provence, Mu& Granet) the Virgin and Child are seated on an altar-like throne again reminiscent of Augustan portrayals such as Roger's. And in the early sixteenth century a series of portraits by Jan Mostaert show the legend in the background ( fig. 7) . The patrons apparently still kept alive the hope that they would be granted the vision that Augustus experienced.
Being human as well as a powerful earthly ruler, David (ibid., vol. 6, pt. 2, Leiden & Brussels 1971, pl. 207, nr. 204 ) and Sibyl's declaration to Augustus: "This child is greater lord than thou, the work by Bosch already mentioned (ibid., vol. 5, Leiden & Brussels worship him" ("Hic puer maior te est et ideo ipsum adora").
1969, PI. 47, nr. 68).
Christ, a scene often elaborated upon by various visionaries and mystics (fig. 8) ;19 and Duchess Mary of Guelders receiving the heavenly salutation in the vernacular ("0 milde Marie").20 Throughout the century other women were portrayed in the guise of sibyls, those women whose visionary knowledge had, for instance, first stimulated men like A u g u s t u~.~~ There was thus in the fifteenth century a strong desire to emulate visionaries and relive visions from the past. This notion of identifying with, and ultimately taking inspiration from, another more famous individual's per-sonal religious experience suggests an important way of understanding a painting like Roger van der Weyden's Bladelin altarpiece ( fig. 9 ). This work, as well as many others, contains significant features derived from one of the great visionary or meditative treatises of the late middle ages, the Revelations of St Bridget of Sweden. Thus the Virgin is robed in white, her blue mantle dropped to the ground around her; and a prominent column, mentioned in a speech by the Virgin to Bridget, indicates her foreknowledge of her son's Passion.
Roger's painting represents in part a re-enactment of Bridget's vision, a re-enactment taking place in the mind of the donor, who kneels at the right of the center panel staring off blankly. Bridget's Revelations were just one great literary model for the fifteenth century. Equally important were the Meditations of the Pseudo-Bonaventura and the Vita Christi of Ludolph of Saxony.22 In all cases the reader of the text was encouraged to relive the life and Passion of Christ. The viewer of a painting derived from such a text was in turn encouraged to relive the events as envisioned by that particular holy person. The experience was heightened by the fervor of the author and artist. The historical, biblical narrative was made a fitting object of devotion and of visionary art. Fifteenth-century patrons and artists identified with figures like St Bridget because it made their devotional images more powerful and more personal-more personal since they imagined an event from the past through the very special eyes, with the vision, of a St Bridget. In this way, we can be certain that narrative images were meant to function in a devotional context. Painted images of Christ's life were meant to form or reflect the spectator's own pious meditations. As the texts told the reader imaginatively to recreate the scene, to participate empathetically in the Passion of Christ, so the paintings provided a similarly gripping view. And they indicate this intention quite often by the inclusion in a narrative context of a contemporary donor. The presence of the donor at the Crucifixion is not just a daring anachronism ( fig. 12 ). Nor is it only a sign that some proprietary connection exists between donor and painting. Of course, it may to some extent be both of these things. It is however especially indicative of the devotional function of the work of art. The donor is having a vision of the Crucifixion, is visualizing it in the course of his or her pious meditations. This is not only consistent with contemporary prac- 25 The donors in these three Roger paintings are quite different in scale and seeming importance within the work. This might partly be explained by the presumably more public function served by the Columba altarpiccc, which is much larger (138 x 293 cm.) than either the Bladelin (91 x 169 cm.) or the Vienna triptychs (101 x 140 cm.). The fact remains that even in a more publically ostentatious work like the Columba altarpiccc, the private devotional life of the donor is quite specifically included. Stress has already been placed on the importance of individual lay piety in the fifteenth century. In this context it is worth pointing out that from a survey of well over a thousand fifteenth~entury paintings (the Friedlander corpus), the number of lay donors in or attached to religious narratives is more than two and a-half times that of clerical figures. Thus the idea of meditating on Christ's life was a form of devotion particularly attractive to the public at large.27 Paintings may have demonstrated how wealthy a patron was; we should also consider that, just as much if not more, they showed something about the donors' public religious posture. fig. 17 ). The point is that none of the hu-Vir*'n. Chantiuy, Mu* CondC mans involved in these particular works, Edward Bonkil, Martin van ~ieuwenhove, Jean of France and George van der Paele, could in any sense have pretended to be society, by their "learned ignorance," participate in vigreat visionaries. We are not witnessing a rare ecstatic sionary experiences. The popularization of devotional experience prepared for by a lifetime of monastic with-concepts, and the notion that these paintings represent drawal and sensory deprivation. There was simply a the ordinary mental images which accompany meditageneral trend of the times away from the notion of a tion, go a long way toward explaining the frequent lack spiritual elite, toward the desire that many members of of conveniently cloud-fringed visions. It may be incon-26 Some acknowledgment needs to be made of the fact that, in the past, scholars have claimed that symbolic Andachrsbilder alone could serve as devotional images. See, for instance, Erwin Panofsky, "'Imago Pietatis,' Ein Beitrag zur Typengeschichte des 'Schmenensmanns' und der 'Maria Mediatrix'," Festschrift fur Max3. Friedlander zum 60. Gcburtsrag, Leipzig 1927, pp. 261-308 ; also Ingrid Haug, "Erscheinungen Christi," Reaflexikon zur Dcutschcn Kunstgeschichte, vol. 5 , Stuttgart 1967 Stuttgart , col. 1354 . This view has been corrected by SixtenRingbom, notably in his Icon to narrative, Abo 1965, pp. 53-57. 27 In addition to the disproportionate number of narrative scenes with lay donors, the number of surviving paintings of the Virgin with lay patrons is three times greater than that with representatives of the clergy. Without knowing a great deal more about the nature of these lay commissions or the overall numbers of clergy and laity at the time, it is difficult to draw conclusions from such statistics. The fact that clerically dominated works are more likely to have been destroyed by sixteenth-century iconoclasts should also be considered. We are still left with a remarkably large number of private patrons in Flanders who wished to have themselves shown piously participating in religious imagery. venient to us, but the absence of such stylized markers indicates an important religious goal of the times.
There is another rather general stumbling block to our understanding of Flemish visionary art. This is the idea that paintings like the Van der Paele Madonna are to be interpreted as anticipations of the future; in other words that they supposedly represent the pious hopes that the donor has for his eternal life, that he may inhabit the heavenly throne room of the Virgin. It is difficult and unnecessary to exclude this possibility absolutely, especially in a case like this, where the painting might eventually have served as a funerary monument for Canon van der Paele.z8 Yet other ways of viewing such a painting may be equally, if not more, relevant. The belief that a particular individual can immediately inculcate a meditative process which involves visions now, not just at In the case of a painting like the Van der Paele Madonna sufficient attention has not been given to the numerous inconsistencies within the image. Canon van der Paele, like Chancellor Rolin ( fig. 5 ) has apparently just been reading from his open prayer-book. Taking a moment to reflect on what he has read, the canon, again like the chancellor, looks up, conveniently removing the eyeglasses which he needs for his earthly vision. What he sees before him is not, of course, merely earthly, nor does he see it, strictly speaking, except in his mind's eye. We know that van Eyck fussed with the canon's eyes quite a bit in order to capture the particularly distant quality they have. The gaze, then, is crucial in conveying a visionary quality to this, as well as to numerous other residence during his lifetime to stimulate his earthly devotions. For this work see also A. J. de Bisthoven, Musie Communaldes Beaux Arts, Bruges (Les Primirifs Flamands, I. corpus de la peinture I ) , 3rd. ed., Brussels 1983, p. 2.04. earl) Flemish paintings (see figs. 9, 12, 13)." T h e donors' glass? stares clearly indicate some psychic as well as physical disjunction between the different figures in the painting; we are not witnessing a single consistent level of existence. Quite simply, the disconnected ga7es tell us first and foremost that we are viewing a contemporary figure and the (surrounding) results of his or her meditations, that is, his or her vision. What we most often see in these cases is not a physical fiact, not a hope for the future, but the product of devotional imagination.
Gazes which somehow miss each other, which show especially that the human participant is not directly or physically experiencing the depicted scene, combine with prayer books and beads to indicate the devotional and only partially earthly nature of the event. That the donor of Roger's Columbrr lilrnrpiece ( fig. 13 ) fingers his rosary as he stares off quietly at nothing is significant. (It is also important that he kneels behind a tumbledo\vn wall, isolated in a separate space. But more about that later.) Books and beads such as these certify the methodical nature of the contemporary patron's meditations. T h e majority of donors are shown kneeling with hands uplifted together in a generally prayerful and devout attitude. T h e addition of beads and books gives the special impetus of fervent earthl!-practice to n-hat might otherwise seem cast off rather casually. Also, the I'irgin or Child, or both, are often she\+-n fingering prayer-book or beads; no doubt they are meant in such cases to act as models for the viewer's devotional exercises, to urge us on to carry out our own meditations in front of the image (figs. 22, 24 and 29) .
A%dmittedly, it is difficult to dismiss absolutely the idea that paintings of a donor kneeling before an enthroned Madonna are visions of the hereafter. In such JX-orks do we not to some extent find a vivid anticipation of a heavenly state where blessed individuals perpetually adore the Virgin, using the same forms, prayers and beads, that they had previously employed on earth? Perhaps it seems somewhat mundane to claim that these men and women are simply saying their prayers. But are these individuals bent solely on predicting their own salvation and heavenly reception? Would they not perhaps see more clearly, less through a glass, if they actually were admitted to the heavenly throne room? Are they not essentially hoping that they arc as devout right now-as the painter shows them to be?
,iZ glance at images of undeniable heavenly states is helpful in this case. In the first place, it must be said that totally otherworldly visions are quite rare in fifteenthcenturj-Flemish art. Some are connected with the Last Judgment, others with the Coronation of the T h e most famous such image is that contained on the interior of the Ghent altarpiece. None of these paintings, however. includes obvious contemporary figures, and everyone in them pays full attention; there are no sidelong or glassy stares. A4fragmentary work by Colijn de Coter shows the extremely rare presence of contemporary figures in \$-hat is certainly a vision of the hereafter: Philip the Handsome kneels with Christ while Joanna the Mad is posed with the Virgin (fig. 18 ).~* I n this case, all are full!-and, especially, visually involved in thc scene. In a wholely otherworldly scene contemporaries join directly in the heavenly adoration. LVhen a figure is accepted, is undeniably a part of another realm, we d o not find the kind of psychic disjunction which is present in almost all early Flemish devotional works.
Religious panel paintings in fifteenth-century Flanders are by and large meant to be viewed as the mental visions of contemporaries; this is true whether the painting is a narratiw or a more traditionall!--conceivec1 hieratic image such as the Virgin Enthroned, or a devotional image like the Man of Sorrow-s. This fact emerges all the morc clearly when we glance at manuscript illu- mination. Almost all manuscripts contain the kind of image which is most analogous to the panel paintings that have been discussed above. The patron kneels praying, sometimes in the margin or initial, book or beads at hand, while the object, or result, of the prayers is shown in the main miniature. The connection with active devotional life is cemented by the presence on the same page of the text which started the whole thing going. In a scene illustrating the same text that is inscribed on the hem of the Virgin's robe in the Rolin Madonna, Catherine of Cleves kneels before a vision of the Virgin standing before the sun and on the moon, holding the writing Christ Child (fig. 19) .~' Perhaps even more telling, Mary of Burgundy, in the most famous image from her Book of Hours, reads a prayer which seems in turn to be illustrated in a background scene. There Mary is granted a vision of the Virgin ( fig. 2 0 ) .~~ In such book illustrations the connection between image and practical devotional life is intimate and unavoidable. What happens when someone says his or her devotions, reads from a prayer-book, pursues the systematic meditations recommended by contemporary authors? They have a kind of vision, or, to put it another way, they are meant to visualize the object of their devotions, the subject of their paintings. Images record these experiences, or perhaps more importantly they engender, such cases the relation between image and private piety is again inevitable. Surely we are not wrong in assuming that this was a typical situation: even if other paintings were not literally provided with prayers, they were still primarily meant to be devotional aids or adjuncts. The presence of texts on the wings of devotional triptychs introduces the more general issue of the way the different parts of a triptych or diptych reinforce the work's visionary nature. In cases such as Roger's Bladelin altarpiece ( fig. g ), for instance, we find that the theme of the interior of the triptych is indeed visions. All three panels show visions, from Augustus and the Magi on the wings to the donor in the central panel. Similar arrangements are found into the early sixteenth century.36 In the case of Roger's work, this focus is particularly relevant since scholars have never been able to agree what single literary text the work was based on. Indeed, in this case it does not seem to be a question of a unified text for the stories represented, but of a unified theme for this kind of painting-visions.
Frequently, the central panel of a triptych will portray the vision of the donors, who are in turn confined to the wings, a well-known case of this being Hugo van der Goes's Portinari altarpiece ( fig. 23 ). Donors are physically separated from their visions in devotional diptychs too, such as those by Roger ( fig. 24 ) and Hans Memling ( fig. I 5) . In more recent times the donor panel has often been separated from that of the Virgin: when the paintings left the original family context the connection of that particular individual with the vision was no longer especially meaningf~l.~~ In Roger's diptychs the distinction between donor's and deity's realms is more striking than in Memling's work. The meditative experience in Roger's paintings certainly seems more exalted, that in Memling's images more down-to-earth and affective. Memling no doubt represents something of a popularization of concepts found in Roger.
In terms of the devotional use of separate panels, it can also be observed that those experiencing the vision are often on the outside of the triptych, while the vision 36 
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itself is displayed across the interior. Several triptychs by Memling, the S t John altarpiece in Bruges ( fig. 25 ) and the Gdansk LastJudgment triptych, have been criticized for showing on their exteriors the donors merely "praying to a crack."3s In fact, Memling here shows more clearly the relation between exterior and interior of the triptych which was only implied by Jan van Eyck or Roger van der Weyden. In their works the donors on the outside are most often provided with an immediate object for their prayers. Yet the interior panorama in the Ghent altarpiece or Beaune Last Judgment was surely the target of these mortals' pious meditations; that is the vision in their mind's eye. Memling has brought us closer to seeing the different "levels of reality" which the exterior and interior of a triptych may represent;39 he has implied more strongly than earlier artists that it is the donors' prayers which bridge the gap or crack leading to the visionary heart of the triptych.
One type of fifteenth-century Flemish painting found most often on the exteriors of triptychs is surely not visionary, although it may clearly be connected with devotional practices: grisaille imitations of sculpture.
Sculpture is often considered the chief devotional medium of the preceding centuries, supplanted only in the fifteenth by the great flowering of panel painting. In Flemish paintings, pieces of sculpture remain quite firmly planted as the recipients of prayers and thanksgiving. This is certainly the way they function in works like the Ghent altarpiece and Roger's Beaune LastJudgment. Sculpture may be the object of, or an adjunct to, a meditative exercise; but it is clearly not the result of this process. It does not so readily mediate between an earthly practice and a spiritual insight. It remains a part of the material world; movement into a visionary realm must leave the cold stone or lifeless wood behind. In this sense sculpture on the outside of a triptych changing to painting on the inside clearly suggests a transition from earthly to supernatural vision. This idea in turn raises the intricate question of just how it is that a panel painting, which is still a material object, can in fact be an immaterial or transcendent vision at all. This is a crucial issue, for it is a panel painting's ability to undercut its own materiality, to obliterate a clear seenlunseen distinction that finally makes it, in fifteenth-century Flanders, such a fully utilized and successful equation for lay visions.
Space in early Flemish art should not generally be characterized by such adjectives as objective, rational, threedimensional and continuous. There are important ways in which these northern artists seem consciously unwilling to be hemmed in by the abstract calculation which lies behind the use of these words. This refusal seems to show a significant awareness of the subjective quality of vision, of the ways that it can be and is unavoidably bent to ulterior motives and, in many cases, to meditative purposes. The building-block theory of the inevitable, almost irrevocable conquest of space tends to substitute an abstract notion of progress for the self-consciousness of the artist and his public. That is a substitution which fifteenth-century artists in Flanders would probably not have accepted. Visual accuracy and aesthetic purpose are combined with, even tempered by, the great consideration given to religious and emotional effectiveness.
Northern paintings such as van Eyck's Rolin Madonna ( fig. 5 ) or Roger's St John altarpiece ( fig. 26) show space being experienced in stages, bit by bit, from one vantage point to another. When we look over the parapet in the middle ground of the Rolin Madonna, we seem to see with the eyes of the man with the red turban and his friend : if we really maintained a single, constant viewpoint from well inside the foreground building, we would not be able to see all the nearby landscape portrayed in the painting. Shifting, fragmentary, puzzlelike pieces of space populate northern fifteenth-century paintings. Vast panoramas are cut into digestible slices, even in the late fifteenth century, as in Hans Memling's Passion of Christ in Munich.
It is very difficult to claim that space exists in northern art independently of who occupies it, and just how it is occupied, and who views it and just how it is viewed. In this quite general sense, space in early Flemish painting seems an appropriate vessel to contain subjective devotional imagery. The surface realism is not allowed to petrify religious inspiration. There are also many other smaller visual clues which can be taken as the painters' attempts to reinforce the pious personas of the patrons. The question is: how can an artist create a feeling for the sacred or visionary which is to some extent set apart from the mundane concerns of everyday living and yet draw the ordinary lay spectator into that special realm,
Roger van der Weyden, S t John altarpiece. Berlin, Staatliche Museen, Gemaldegalerie
giving him or her a toehold, something at least partly comparable to the earthly life which they might eventually transcend ?
A consideration of frames or framing devices should help illustrate both the fascination and the equivocation inherent in this topic. Frames, especially those crafted by the artist himself, are clearly an important feature of Flemish art. Whether or not there are relevant fourteenth-century prototypes in Italy,4O it is in Jan van Eyck's work that the precious enclosing frame for a panel painting first really flowers in the north. Manuscripts had always provided important images with decorative, sometimes even architectural borders. Van Eyck extended that tradition to a new medium, adding the almost legal data of signature, date and motto to formalize the transfer. Other amsts added tracery in the comers (fig. 27) ; some paintings were even embedded in reliquary cases ( fig. 28) . In many such examples the message was similar: the painting was a precious, isolated object, like a relic; it was encased or enclosed by traceried, marbleized frames which were meant at least partly to certify its holiness.41 The space depicted in such a painting was not, therefore, allowed to spill over that frame, draining away the sacred life so carefully guarded. Other kinds of framing devices, not just literal three-dimensional frames, also gave this impression. Arches and niches surrounded or set off the holy figure or event envisioned or experienced (figs. 29 and 26). Stark gray walls, rich cloths of honor, many with canopies overhead, sought to define and delimit a sacred area ( fig. 3 0 ) .~~ In all these ways space was experienced in fragmentary terms. Something sacred had to be cut out, distinguished from all the rest. Stylized gold grounds crop up consistently throughout the century ( fig. I, 30) . These, too, suggest the need to limit, to focus on religious archetype and essence. Several relevant features in the Flemish treatment of space and the relation of objects in it are found in interior scenes. Perspective can actually be used to flatten space: the progression into space can be acute enough to emphasize twodimensional pattern over and above threedimensional d i m i n~t i o n .~~ Diminution can be a p plied selectively, even within a relatively comfortable progression into space. Or, to put it another way, hierarchical scale can reassert the primacy of devotional purpose and expression. Some of the most subtle as well as prominent fifteenth-century Flemish paintings incorporate hierarchical size differences: van Eyck's Berlin Madonna ( fig. s~) , Hugo's Portinari altarpiece ( fig. 23 ) and Berlin Nativity. Rational order, scientific systems of proportion are ignored in order to stress what Joseph's discarded pattens in the Portinari symbolize as well: in these paintings we witness a sacred, visionary world.
In the landscape, the world outside the carefully controlled perimeters of a chapel or private chamber, it would seem that an experience of space would almost inevitably be looser, less easy somehow to denote as sanctified or visionary. Yet northern artists developed a number of intriguing devices by which to indicate if necessary the sanctity or visionary nature of their painted exterior environments. A large crevice or gap can sometimes be seen running across the front of the pictorial space, making it difficult if not impossible for us to step across into the painting ( fig. 30 ). Some scholars have gone further, suggesting that such a crevice represents the sin which can isolate our mortal world of exis- figs. 12 and 32) . 45 At other times, the sacred elements can be lifted up onto a plateau, "highlands in the Lowlands," as it has been nicely Here again the clear intention seems to be to separate the vision and yet not totally to disconnect it. The spectator's access to the holy ground may be neither clear nor easy, but one has surely not been cut utterly adrift, without a prayer. Roger's Vienna donors are fully absorbed in their plea to enter mentally the sacred space of Christ's suffering. Finally, in terms of the creation and manipulation of space, there is the important consideration of light. Conscientious surveys of Italian altarpieces and frescoes consistently demonstrate that it is only the revolutionary exception where the actual external light source is not employed by the artist in his painted image. Elaborate but unwritten rules were apparently followed in Italian churches and chapels to ensure both consistency and continuity between actual and painted ill~mination.~~ We certainly cannot exclude the possibility that some, even many, northern paintings were hung so that ordinary sunlight, striking them, would in some way agree with the direction of the painted illumination." This would still seem more a reinforcement of what the image itself contained, rather than a precise linking of imaginary and earthl!-reality. For confirmation of this we must look at the images themselves. IVhether, for instance, one accepts a complex symbolic reading of the light effects in van Eyck's Mado?rna paintings (figs. 17 and 31) or one must admit that the illumination in these paintings is more internal and reflected than external and directed. This observation can be extended throughout the century. Light in northern painting is more space-enhancing than space-delimiting. It comes through windows, bouncing off countless rich and textured surfaces. It plays over objects and through spaces. 'The strong directional light source clearly shining from one point outside and almost invariably in front of thc image is simply not often found. Nor are the objective external guide or the set relation between the image and the world prominent features in northern works.
Fifteenth-century Flemish painting draws us into a crystalline, softly illuminated world. Such enticing reflected light effects bring to mind shiny surfaces, which in northern painting are at their most refined in the case of convex mirrors. Mirrors which compress and throw back to us the incredible richness of the visible world dot the history of fifteenth-century Flemish art."' In a way, man!-of the convex mirrors employed in Flemish paintings complete the space, sealing it off from ordinary human commerce. ' T h e do not show us the world at large but rather a calculated and magical understanding of it. Northern space, and the light reflections which permeate it, bring us closer to the devotional purposes which in man!-cases the artist wanted his work to have. Space exists and yet is constantly manipulated. 1,ight 48 Of the eight surviving fifteenth-centurb altarpieces whose original location, and hence original light conditions, are known with certainty, only one, the Ghent altarpiece, shows a clear relation het\it.cn the light in the painting and the actual external source of illumination. (The eight altarpieces were studied h! -Blum. op. cit. (note 38). IIost of the light in the Ghent altarpiece comes from the right as it does in the actual chapel in St Bavo's. .It the same time light shining from the left has been introduced into the back of the :lnrrurz~-rut~on scene on the rxtcrior ofthe great retable. Tan Buren, op. cit. (note 32). p. 633. gi\ch one of the few interpretations of an early Flemish panel which attempts to link it directly to the space in nhich it \\-as rupposedly displayed. Among other thing.^, such an interpretation ignores thc miniaturism of these w-orks, a factor stressed 11) Julius Held in his attracts and yet retains its distance and its myster!-.
it-e cannot den!-that fifteenth-century Flemish painting appears to be and is in many waj-s very realistic. But at the same time, environments are often molded to, and sanctified for, meditative purposes. There seems to be an unavoidably expressive approach to space in these paintings. This attitude indicates something different from what we normall!-expect to find in a straightforward realistic art. Space is segmented, isolated in various ways, w a y which change from one artist to another. Some artists may flatten it, some may drastically limit or enclose it. Chiefl!-through the use of rich and varied light effects, almost all northern artists indicate its scintillating and mysterious qualities. This is a concept of space, then, that would have formed a sensitive complement to religious images focusing on private devotion and meditation.
T h e idea that la!-visionary experience was basic to the production of much religious art in the fifteenth century in Flanders is difficult to substantiate absolutely. T h e problems one has supporting this notion are related to the inherentlj-equivocal qualities of visionary-art, especial]!-as found at that time. How does one make meditative practices available to a lay populace? How can we admire all that surrounds us in the visible n-orld ant1 >-et see it transformed and indicative of spiritual things? Hot\-can a material image, imitating the visible IT-orld, still manage to transport us to an "unseen" realm :Hon of S t Bridget. T h e image can also be the starting point, the stimulus to the viewer to move into a more imaginative, purely devotional realm, focusing, for instance, on some particular feeling which Christ supposedly experienced. I t is difficult to distinguish closely between these different usages because it is not always clear which is promoted or reflected in contemporary art. I n fact we are faced here with a crucial ambiguity in fifteenthcentury thinking, for which some historical perspective is needed.
Throughout the middle ages the relation between images and prirate pral-er or devotion was a problematic one.jl T h e supreme, especially monastic, ideal was always imageless devotion, meditation beyond the realm of corporeal inducements and deceits. But from a verqearl!-date, even the monastic elite occasionally allowed the \-isual image to play a part. S t Gregory himself sanctioned the use of images in devotion provided the devout did not kneel before or worship the image itself. Rather, one n-as to remember the meaning of the events depicted, to pass a reverence for the image along to the prototype for which it stood. In addition, it was felt to be legitimate that an image could evoke a powerful emotion in the viewer, as well as teach a holy story. This last point was especially valid for the unlettered. T h u s even within monastic confines images pla!-ed a part: they could initially accompan!. meditation; they were not to he the result or focus of it.
'I'here were occasional attempts during the medieval period to cleanse religious contemplation of such imaginary vanities. St Bernard of Clairvaux was a prominent and vociferous spokesman of the need for overcoming even mental images. Bernard allowed that the fact that God assumed carnal form meant that material images \$ere not totally wrong-headed. But, for Bernard, God became man and allowed images in order to \vin over those incapable of otherwise loving or understanding him. It was a last resort, clearly to be shunned b! -the true seeker of God. Bernard's imageless ideal, his attempt, in a way, to be blind to the beauties of the world n-as clearly an elusiw goal, witness the stunning artistic achievements of his own order, the Cistercians. T h e great mystic Heinrich Suso had, for instance, an image on parchment which he admittedly used to start his meditations." Therefore even before the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the spiritual elite did not maintain a hard-andfast distinction between corporeal and spiritual images. T h e formative power of images was certainly recognized, if not openl!-promoted. T h e ps!-chological concept of the image as an inspiration for empathetic meditation became increasingll-widespread in the fourteenth century. Indeed the .Andnchtsbilii occupied a central place in mysticism at that time. BJ-the beginning of the fifteenth century the spread of a more broad-based religion left the Bernardine ideal isolated and impractical. T h e fine distinctions between different uses for images paled in the light of the overwhelming needs of the vast majorit!. of the populace. .It this point the most that could be expected, in a sense, was to warn of outright abuse. That was the position that a cleric like the Parisian chancellor Jean Gerson took.'i Hardly a champion of images, Gerson nonetheless gave a modified blessing to what was clcarlj-a quite pret-alent practice. H e disapproved of exorbitantl!. indulgenced images and especiallq-of an! form of ido1atr~-. H e deplored the fact that some people preferred to worship at certain images because they were more beautiful (and more effectiw?) than others. Surely Gerson had onlj-a very limited s!-mpathy with images: we must always learn, he said, "to transcend with our minds from these visible things to the invisible, from the corporeal to the spiritual." Excessive imagination before images would be vain and impious; yet paintings did, for Gerson, serve a legitimate devotional purpose. H e gave not a ringing defense of the power of painting, but a plea to use it with discretion.
If Gerson rccomrnended care in the use of images, popular practice often seems to have lost track of the finer points in the discussion. years in purgatorial fires for saying a prayer to an image of the Virgin before the sun.54 Books of Hours commonly recommended the saying of prayers to images, not specifying whether the "image" was to be a painting or a mental picture. At least a nominal part of even clerical meditations, images can be seen to have played an increasing role in the process of making a somewhat difficult body of monastic devotional practice accessible to the lay person in the fifteenth century. Officially, art was recognized as an incentive, an aid to meditation; very quickly, in the popular consciousness at least, it became identical with the contemplative process itself. Contemplating something came to mean its visualization.
Great visionaries and mystics were themselves quite dependent on images. And not only did people like Bridget, Catherine of Siena and an ignorant English youth named O m , start from contemporary paintings, they ended up having their visions in the way they had seen them in art.55 This might seem proof enough that visions or meditations could quite easily be taken to be synonymous with images. St Bridget's visions of the life of Christ were modeled on paintings she had seen. It is certain that many fifteenth-century lay men and women, whether knowingly or not, used images in much the same way, trying to envision stories or ideas in ways they had seen them portrayed.
There were also important stories about the miraculous, "visionary" power of images. Legends common at the time concerned images which came to life. St Catherine of Alexandria worshipped before an image of the Virgin and Child and was thereafter visited by the holy pair just as she had previously viewed them in the painting ( fig. 33 ). Fifteenth-century texts promised the devout certain specific visions (that is, visualizations of certain scenes) if the proper prayers were said.56 Over and over again the formative power of images was acknowledged; vivid images were repeatedly seen as the result of proper devotional attitudes. Clearly, by the fifteenth century paintings were taken as essential instruments for stimulating popular religious devotion. The reciprocal relation between image and meditation was recognized and exploited. It is in fact very easy to ignore the crucial qualification always placed on this practice. A physical image was not to be an object of devotion in and of itself. That would, quite simply, be idolatry. Even for the lay person, this was a regulier estoit qui eut nom Arnoul, lequel estoit moult bien ame de Dieu et de sa benoite mere, car nuit et iour les serroit, tant que une nuit la doulce vierge Marie lui apparut en advisionet lui monstra une moult belle oroison qui est de grant devocion et lui dist: Arnoul recoy ceste oroison et la monstre et fay apprendre a tant de gens que tu pourras. Et tous ceulx qui la diront devotement en lomeur de moy chascun samedi, moult grant ioye leur en adviendra, car ils me verront cinq foys devant leur mort, en leur mort en leur ayde et confort."
34 Master of the Legend of St Ursula, Veneration of the relics of the eleven thousand cirgin martyrs. Bruges, Groeningemuseum fate to be guarded against. The artist had to be aware of the danger of pious souls worshipping his images rather than the sacred beings or stories for which they stood. The problem was, if one can say it this way, both to affirm and deny the image at the same time, to affirm its power but at least to some extent to deny its mere physicality. While the image was clearly being elevated, its power had also to be kept in check. One could not depend simply on a material object for a spiritual truth. It is no accident that Gerson's promotion of art contained as much warning as praise.
A telling example of this paradoxical situation is found in the case of the Modern Devotion. This movement is almost always taken to have been instrumental in promoting not only popular piety but many developments in devotional art as well. Even the humble Dutch style of the late fifteenth century has been traced to the humble Brethren of the Common Life.57 While it is quite clear that the movement known as the Modern Devotion did much to stimulate popular piety and devotional practices, it is not at all clear that this involved the direct production of great numbers of art works. In fact, painting was for the most part outside the range of thought of the leaders of the devotio moderna. And if they had paid attention to it, they probably would have judged it a work of pride, which is, we know, how they regarded the elaborate new tower of Utrecht Cathedra1.58
Once again one is faced with the "imageless ideal." The monasteries of the Windesheim congregation produced manuscripts which were for the most part unillustrated. Several fifteenth-century writers of the movement, Jan Mombaer and Henry Herp, regarded images as one of the main hindrances to a contemplative life. It is in this way not possible to see the Modern Devotion as the explicit promotor of a great new outburst of popular devotional art.j9 The attitude of the movement to art was at times hostile, and certainly always somewhat equivocal. Yet devotional art did flower at the same time that popular piety was being revitalized by, among others, the Modern Devotion. It would be wrong to conclude that the devotio moderna was uniformly or extremely actively opposed to art. The truth is probably nearer to the situation found with Jean Gerson. Not wishing to try to combat a widespread practice, the religious leaders would have sought to make people wary of its dangers and limitations. Imagery was not utterly prohibited; but its uses were restricted. Its power was acknowledged in part by being circumscribed. Is there some way that features of contemporary painting can be said to reflect this situation? How are early Flemish paintings exploited as a most evocative means of expression and simultaneously hemmed in by being subject to external demands and prescriptions? Many fifteenth-century panels do seem both to assert their material richness and to suggest the need to transcend this very earthly beauty. One way to get at painters' feelings about the materiality of their works is to notice the way paintings are portrayed in paintings. Here a rather striking. fact emerges. In the Friedlander corpus of over 1,000 fifteenth-century Flemish paintings, only about five show a painting displayed in a public space ( fig. 34) ters ( fig. 35) .61 On the other hand, within Flemish paintings there are more than three times that many pieces of sculpture portrayed and worshipped in churches and houses alike (see fig. 2 ). Especially at the beginning of the century sculpture may simply have been more prevalent in such locations than painting. But as this increasingly became an age of great altar paintings it seems noteworthy that this fact was not recorded in the paintings themselves. No fifteenth-century panel known to me has within it a fully articulated triptych such as the painters were constantly producing. Only a handful show smaller devotional paintings. Practical guidebooks, like Books of Hours, do occasionally show a patron worshipping a painted image, even a complex narrative scene, at an altar. I do not think it is an accident that these "how-to" illustrations are confined to books. 62 In the fifteenth century it seems that such things might indicate what could be called a desire to underemphasize the sheer physical presence of the painting. Sculptures were undeniably material objects; they are thus repeatedly painted as such. Paintings were not forcefully presented to the viewer in the same way, within other images. Could this indicate some lack of ease on the painters' part with the material qualities of the panels ? We can recall here those paintings where donors are present, praying or worshipping in a narrative or devotional scene (figs. 5 and 13, for instance). They are not worshipping images but having visions. No fear, then, of the charges of idolatry that might arise if the painter had painted them kneeling before their own altarpieces. Unfortunately we cannot take this, or the lack of paintings within paintings, as being proof that fifteenth-century artists sought to protect their paintings from charges of idolatry, to undermine in some ways the very earthly qualities of the works which they otherwise seemed to promote. But it is noteworthy that fifteenth-century Flemish painters passed over a rather splendid opportunity to show forth the material fact of their great altarpiece tradition. While a painting cannot of course embody the imageless ideal, it can, in this way, indicate a wariness of image worship and a concommitant stress on devotional imagination.
It also seems possible that the very medium of oil painting had a somewhat visionary, dematerialized quality for contemporaries. In this sense it would have been seen as similar to stained glass. It certainly was not mere chance that panel painters took up the challenge of the glass artists and developed the ever-expanding potential of light and color. It is perhaps not too much to suggest that some paintings, like Roger's Mary altarpiece ( fig. 36 ) and Memling's Ursula shrine ( fig. 28) , were meant to be viewed as stained glass windows captured on panels, their translucence embodied in the magical medium of oil glazes.63
This kind of speculation ultimately leads to the supposition that many fifteenth-century paintings, whether including special clues or not, were meant to be seen as visions themselves. Paintings are thus not limited to recording someone else's vision, that person standing by, in or near the image itself, certifying its correctness. The oil medium could be taken to be magical, capable of materializing and yet dematerializing objects before the spectator's eyes, rendering the world as glowing as a stained glass window. A painting then quite literally stands as a vision, the spectator's vision, not a material object limited and recorded as such. At least part of the motivation for not recording paintings in paintings perhaps lies here: these things are finally not just paintings. In many fifteenth-century Flemish paintings, then, the pious viewer witnesses the moment of a miracle. The confrontation with the image, while referring to the material world, does not stop there. The image is not just a physical object, an object of worship. It is the embodiment of the process of meditation itself (see, for instance, figs. 27 and 31).
The image stimulates and records devotional activity. But the supreme devotional ideal remains immaterial, imageless. The process of meditation for most people must somehow weave its u-ay between the extremes. This is the kind of thing Nicolas of Cusa holds out to his monastic colleagues. Cusa begins his short treatise called the Vision of God with a painting of the Holy Face. It is this image which forms the Leitmotir of his book, as well as the initial and repeated object of the monks' gazes.h4 Confrontation with the image produces profound and prolonged meditations, contact with the seen leads to the unseen. T h e image, again, is a record and a guide, a way to see the world in a new light. Like the oil glaze technique, the method is something of a mystery. Like the alchemical process with which oil painting was sometimes compared, such devotional practices are not totally susceptible to rational explanation. T h e painting, as well as our ability to explain it, remains somewhat equivocal. Does that mean we have failed? O r that the art itself has succeeded in suggesting the intriguing ambiguity of these lay visionary experiences?
It urould be nice to end this discussion on such a lofty note. Certainly artists often strove to suggest this, and donors either requested or responded favorably to it. Yet we must also remember finally the mythical quality of these images, their escapism, their often frustrating lack of social consciousness. Hugo van der Goes's Portinari peasants are a 1-ery rare excursion into truly humble piety. T h e pietq-ure witness in Flemish panels is broadbased yet one-sided, self-satisfied, at least for the moment. T h e Reformation will prick that bubble, as it did many smaller conceits as well. For the time being we must allow the vast majority of fifteenth-century Flemish patrons their retreat into the realm of pious visions and meditations. Their rather straightforward piety will probablq-in many cases frustrate present-day scholars' efforts to read into Flemish religious art complex theological meaning, but they will continue to intrigue us with their insistence on tying their devotional experience to the visible world.
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